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Though successfal matings of captive mule 
deer (Odocoileus hemionus) and white-tailed 
deer (O. virginiauus) have frequently been doc- 
umented (Cowan 1962, Whitehead 1972, Day 
L9SO, Wishart 1950), interspecific hybridization 
in tost natural populations appears to be rare. 
Kramer (1973) reported only 10 hybrids out of 
over 17 ohn er killed in Nebraska, 2 ont of 983 
deer from Kansas, and only 6 out of several 


thousand observations in Alberta. In 34 years of 


fieldwork in Arizona, Knipe (1977) observed 
ouly S definite hybrids. 

Tn recent years protein eleetrophoresis of 
serum albumin and. restrictive endomniclease 
analysis of mitochondrial deoxvribonucleic acid 
have been used to characterize gene flow 
between minte and white-tailed deer popula- 
tions (MeC Iwimont et ul. 19$2). Base don protei in 
electro] shoresis of 201 deer from 31 localities, 
mainly in the southwestern states, Derr (1991) 
found little evidence of nuclear gene introgres- 
sion between the two deer species. Cronin et al. 

19SS) reported that mitochondrial DNA and 

sernm albumin appeared to be distinct between 
mule deer and white-tailed deer thronghout 
Montana. suggesting that interspecific gene 
flow was very low. This was in contrast to data 
from Texas that showed a 5.6% hybridization 
rate for 319 deer examined (Carr et al. 1986. 
Stubblefield et al. 1986) and Alberta where 
hybridization reportedly is increasing (Lingle 
19S9), 

Though whitetail mule deer hybrids have 
been observed in eastem Wvoming (Oeccanak 
1975), they have not been pre — reported 
from: western Wronting, On sever: al occasions 
during the winter and spring of 1990-91 we 
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observed and photographed three female 
hy brid deer west of LaBarge, Wyoming, in the 
Green River Basin. The hy brids were always 
associated with female mule deer and fed with 
the mule deerin sagebrush (Artemisa spp.) hab- 
itats. The hybrids were often seen within a rel- 
atively short distance (0.5 kin) of willow (Salix 
spp.) communities and havfields along LaBarge 
Creek, bnt we never observed the hybrids 
keying on riparian areas, as whitetails commonly 
do in the arid West (Wood et al. 1989). Instead, 
the hybrids wintered in open sagebrush with the 
mule deer, where there was Tittle hiding or ther- 
mal cover, even though temperatures — 450 
or lower are common in this part of Wyoming. 

During the winter and early spring of 199 |- 
92 we manele additional observations and photo- 
graphs of hybrid deer in the Green River Basin. 
On two separate occasions we saw a male hybrid 
S km south of Big Piney, Wyoming, in an alfalfa 
(Medicago sativ a) field with approximately 100 
a — of both sexes. We also made numer- 
ous Observations of hybrids along the section of 
LaBarge Creek w here we observ ved lwbrids the 
previons vear. But in [991-92 we saw more 
hybrids inclnding at least two males, four 
females, and nee fawns. The three hybrid 
fawns appeared to follow a single mule deer doe 
and may have been triplets. These deer were 
usually observed with mule deer and occupied 
primarily nonriparian areas as the hybrids had 
the previous vear. 

Based on published characteristics and mea- 
surements (Cowan 1962, Oceanak 1975, Day 
1980. Wishart 19S0), the deer that we observed 
appeared to be first-generation hybrids. The 
length of the ridge on their me tatarsal lands 
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was intermediate between typical white tails and 
typical mule deer, and the color of the metatar- 
sal tuft was primarily white. Their tails appeared 
to be slighth longer than normal whitetail tails 
and were brown merging to black on the dorsal 
side and pure white on the mderside. When 
frightened, the hybrids used a bounding gait 
mith or without tail- flagging typical of w hitet a 
As reported by Lingle (1989). the hybrids did 
not appear to stott but used locomotion patterns 
intermediate between mule and white-tailed 
deer. On all oceasions female hybrids were dom- 
inated by female mule deer they associated with 
and were frequently displaced from feeding 
sites by mule deer. 

Kramer (1973:29S) postulated that hybrid- 
ization between mule and white-tailed deer may 
be more frequent where whitetails occur in very 
small numbers. This may be te in westem 
Wroming. Prior to European settlement, white- 
tails were apparently distributed throughout 
Wyoming, but unrestricted year-long meat 
hunting — them from most of western 
Wyoming by the turn of the century. 


Whitetails have been in the process of either reoc- 
cupying formerly occupied areas in western Wvo- 
ming or rebuilding severe ‘ly depressed populations 
for at least 30 vears ( (Harry: Harju, Wyoming Game 


and Fish De ‘partme nt, personal communication. 
1991). 


Based on hunter surveys conducted through the 
mail or over the tele ‘phone by the Whole 
Gane and Fish Department, $5 whitetails were 
killed in all of westem Wyoming in L974, while 
159 were killed in 1989 ( (Harjn 1991, personal 


communication). Sinee few of these deer were 


checked by trained observers, there is no Ww av of 


knowing how many deer re ported by: himters as 
Phiitetails were actually hybrids. 


[In contrast, the Wyoming Range mile deer 
herd that winters between Big Piney and 
Fontenelle Reservoir, inchding LaBbarge 
Creek, numbered approximately 20,000. ani- 
mals after the severe winter of 1983—S4. Since 
then, aseries of seven mild winters coupled with 
limited doe harvest allowed this herd to inerease 
to 55,000 in 1990 (Harju 1991, personal com- 
munication). In five vears of observation we saw 
over 40,000 deer in the Big Piney—LaBarge 
Creek area, and all but a * were mule jeu r. 
One was a typical male whitetail, and the others 
were the hybrids described above. 

Though most of these mule deer summer in 
the Wyoming and Salt River mountain ranges 
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60-100 kin to the west, some reside year-long in 
nparian areas on LaBarge Creek and the Green 
River. Moreover, by the November breeding 
season thousands of migrating mmie deer have 
already returned to their lower-clevation 
wintering areas and then commonly cross the 
Green River to winter in the breaks to the east. 
So large numbers of mule deer occupy typical 
whitetail riparian habitats during the rut. With 
the marked differenee in their respective popn- 
lations, it may be difficult for white-tailed deer 
to find appropriate mates during the breeding 
season. This may lead to a ok hy bridization 
rate relative to the whitet ‘i population as 
appears to be the case in western Washington, 
where a remnant population of Columbian 
white-tailed deer (O. cv. leucurius) is surrounded 
bya much larger population of black-tailed deer 
(Ome Pole and where IS% of the 
whitetails tested possessed blacktail alleles at 
two of three diagnostic loci (Gavin and May 


L9SS). 
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